











While a fun way to explore TMA’s collection, athematic tour 
can also help to “decode” the visual clues that artists give 
us, improving our visual literacy (the ability to construct 
meaning from what we see around us). 


As you take this tour, look for other works of art that feature 
birds. How has the artist used them? Are they purely 
decorative, or do they have a deeper meaning? 








In ancient Roman mythology, Jupiter, king of the Olympian 
gods, had a great golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos), king of 
the birds, as his messenger and animal companion. In this 
silvered bronze sculpture, Hebe, daughter of Jupiter and his 
wife Juno, performs her duty as cupbearer to the gods by 
offering to the eagle ambrosia—a drink that reinforced the 
Olympians’ immortality. The image offers a contrast between 
the innocence and delicacy of Hebe and the powerful and 
dangerous aspects of the bird of prey. 


The Fables of Jean de La Fontaine (French, 1621-1695) 
have been enormously popular, particularly in French 
culture, since they were first published from 1668 to 1694. 
Like his model Aesop, many of La Fontaine’s fables feature 
animals and explore various social and political foibles of 
humanity. This pair of elaborate 19th-century vases alludes 
to two fables that prominently feature a heron—one foolish, 
the other merely acting according to its nature. 


Since the West’s first encounters with parrots of Asia, Africa, 
and the Americas during the Age of Exploration, these 
colorful, exotic birds were seen as status symbols in Europe 
and, later, in Colonial America. Copley’s portrait of a well- 
heeled little girl includes what appears to be a red-headed 
lovebird (Agopornis pullarius), a parrot native to Africa. 


The splendidly painted (if fancifully colored) exotic birds 
on these pieces from the porcelain Rohan dessert service 
are attributed to Louis-Denis Armand, an artist who 
worked with the Sevres Porcelain Manufactory from 1745 
to 1788. He was the highest-paid and most skilled bird 
painter at Sevres and probably based his subjects on 
the prints in George Edward's 1743 publication A Natural 
History of Birds. 


Although widely bred in Europe by the 1/th century, the 
turkey (Meleagris gallopavo) was native to North America, 
while the breed of crested chicken in this painting originally 
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came from the East. For a prosperous Dutch art lover who 
would probably have displayed such a painting in his country 
house, the exotic breeds may have evoked the widespread 
trade and colonies of the Dutch Republic in the 1600s. 


The pair of doves facing each other in this painting are 
attributes of Venus, the goddess of love and desire. Since 
ancient times doves have symbolized love and constancy, 
but also—because the dove mates year-round—they have 
represented lust. This latter connotation is appropriate to 
the sensuous nature of Guido Reni’s painting. 
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Kgyptian, Horus, Ptolemaic 
Dynasty, 305-30 BCE 


This falcon represents the god Horus, who was believed 
to be the manifestation of the living pharaoh of Egypt. It 
is most likely the Lanner falcon (Falco biarmicus), whose 
distinctive facial markings inspired the design of the iconic 
wedjat or “Eye of Hours” protective amulet. 


Petah Coyne, Untitled #1176 
(Elisabeth—Elizabeth), 2007-10 


In her elaborate, Victorian-inspired “chandelier,” Petah 
Coyne uses taxidermy domestic pheasants (Lady Amherst, 
with the black and white tails; and Golden, with the golden 
heads) to represent the long relationship of her mother 
and father and its intertwined, intense, and sometimes 
contentious nature. 
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Some works of art in this guide may be temporarily off 
view. We regret any inconvenience. 
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